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singers; but here, too, the image has a wider meaning: as
Coulton says, the birk is "the familiar tree of their own native
valley, the earliest to come out in real splendour of spring
green, and therefore a tree mystical in its significance",4 and
it also makes a poignant contrast with the wife's dead sons
who have returned from the grave.
However much of the force of ballad imagery comes from
our apprehension of its meaning, a great deal nevertheless
comes from the very fact that the meaning is not clearly
understood at all. The folklore of the ballads is, as I have
said, fragmentary: in the course of transmission gaps have
appeared and the "key" has been lost. We are often left
with a series of brilliant and obscure images, which as we try
to understand them set up imaginative reverberations. There
may be a parallel in the effect of some of the "symboliste"
poetry of the nineteenth century. One of the most famous
of French lyrics, Gerard de NervaPs "El Desdichado"—
Je suis le tenebreux, le veuf, Pinconsole,
Le Prince d'Aquitaine a la tour abolie—
is also one of the most recondite. The literal meaning, which
Nerval intended, has been worked out only in the last few
years (in terms of alchemy and the Tarot pack), yet for a
hundred years it has been sincerely admired. Clearly the poem
is imaginatively effective without its key. Nerval was a great
amateur of folksong and may have wished to imitate the
characteristic combination of clear construction and obscure
imagery. Rimbaud may have done the same: he seems to
have concealed an occult and cabbalistic philosophy in the
apparently naive strophes of "Chanson de la plus haute
tour", of "O Saisons, O chateaux", and of:
Elle est retrouvee.
Quoi ? P&ernitt
C'est la mer all^e
Avec le soleil.
Rimbaud's meaning, too, has only recently become apparent;

